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An Open Door….

is a passage to 
a desired goal, 
a better life, or 
the great 
unknown….. 

A Closed Door….

hides a mystery, 
blocks a view, or 
kills a dream. 

Each of us has encountered
a closed door…

so we knock on 
doors, we pound on 
doors, and we look 
through the keyhole 
to see what is on the 
other side. 



Our curiosity demands it.

This is our human nature and at this 
conference we celebrate and 
advocate this desire for young 
people to experience open doors to 
their education.   

To serve our students
well…

It starts with an open heart, open 
head, and open eyes to help see 
the potential of our students for 
success, and the potential that 
disciplinary ideas/concepts hold 
for designing curriculum that has 
student relevance. 

Most learners need curriculum and instruction   
that demonstrates to them  
the power of ideas  
and their individual power as learners.  

Curriculum 
That Can 

Open Doors 

 ..emerges not from a list of names, dates, facts, and 
terms, but from a longing that springs from a connection 
or a need to make one.  Our teaching was turned on its 
head by reading Phil Phenix’s(1964) ideas about asking 
the big questions.  Phenix said that once human beings 
evolved to a point when they no longer had to spend all 
their time building fires and slaying dinner, they began to 
see answers to a single question. We are born-and we 
die-asking, “What is life, and who am I in it?”  Human 
beings developed the disciplines of history, the arts, 
English, science, and math to answer that question.  



Four curricular practices that open doors
for discovering and developing potential…

1. Hunt for big ideas  
embedded in the 
lists of content that 
often parade as 
curriculum.  

 So what is a big idea?  
Where do they come from? 
How do we connect the 
topics we teach to these 
disciplinary concepts? 

It’s Worthwhile to return to the historical 
underpinnings of an idea….. 
•  ! In 1959, at Woods Hole on Cape Cod, a group of 35 

scientists, scholars and educators met with the purpose 
of discussing how to improve science education, to 
“examine the fundamental processes involved in 
imparting to students a sense of the substance and 
method of science.” The meeting was sponsored by the 
National Academy of Sciences and over the course of 
the ten day meeting, several important themes emerged 
that were to have major implications not only for science 
education, but for education in general.  Jerome Bruner’s 
book, The Process of Education, was written to provide 
an account of the major themes and conclusions that 
emerged from that conference.  While the entire book is 
worth reading, the chapter on the importance of structure 
speaks most directly to the development of curriculum.!

Jerome 
Bruner 

THE THEME OF STRUCTURE 
Basic STRUCTURES consist of essential 

concepts and the relationships between 
them.!

•  ! ! Supply and Demand-Economics!
•  ! ! Conflict-History!
•  ! ! Energy-Physics!

Refers to the 
importance of 
presenting the 
basic structures 
of the ! 
disciplines as the 
focal points of 
curricula. !

Such concepts, when understood, enable students to understand many 
of the phenomena in that discipline and similar phenomena that may 
be encountered elsewhere. As time goes by, students return again and 
again to the basic concepts, building on them, making them more 
complex, and understanding them more fully.  !
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Representative ideas are clearly of great importance 
in economizing learning effort.  If there are certain 
characteristic concepts of a discipline that represent 
it, then a thorough understanding of these ideas is 
equivalent to a knowledge of the entire discipline.  If 
knowledge within a discipline is organized according 
to certain patterns, then a full comprehension of 
those patterns goes far toward making intelligible 
the host of particular elements that fit into the design 
of the subject.  (p. 323) 

Phenix, P.  (1964).  Realms of meaning.  New York:  McGraw-Hill. 



Core Ideas Become Deeper 

• ! “Any subject can be taught effectively in some intellectually honest 
form to any child at any stage of development” (Bruner, 1960, p. 
33). !

•  ! Bruner developed the concept of a spiral curriculum that returns to 
the same subject matter at periodic points in time, but at each 
“spiral” the material is substantially deeper in its intellectual 
demands.!

Disciplines have certain 
structural elements—core ideas 
and approaches to knowledge 
and understanding—that should 
guide curriculum development in 
a manner that connects to the 
development of the child.  

Sound Familiar?? 
•  As Bruner explains the problem is twofold:!

1.  First, how to have the basic subjects rewritten and their teaching 
materials revamped in such a way that the pervading and 
powerful ideas and attitudes relating to them are given a central 
role;!

2.  How to match the levels of these materials to the capacities of 
students of different abilities at different grades in school 
(Bruner, 1960, p. 18). !

Facts!

Concepts!

Principles!

Generalizations!

Theory!
Activities are 
created with a 
combination of 
these categories.!

Discipline 
Based 
Knowledge 

Structure of a Discipline!

Our standards are pulled from !
these categories of knowledge.!

Representative 
Topics 

Facts!

Concepts!

Principles!

Generalizations!

Theory!
Activities are 
created with a 
combination of 
these categories.!

Discipline 
Based 
Knowledge 

Structure of a Discipline!

SO WHY DON’T WE DO THIS INSTEAD?!

Representative 
Topics 



Selecting Big Ideas 
Choosing the big ideas to focus on requires figuring out!

what principles and concepts are key to a given subject!
and how curriculum decisions might be made with these in mind. !

“If you were an English teacher, and you could only teach one story,!
one novel, or one piece of literature that had to represent, in some!
fashion, the window to the world of literature for your students,!
which would you choose? Would it be King Lear? Would it be Romeo!
and Juliet? Would it be one of Arthur Miller’s plays? Would it be a!
Faulkner short story? Would it be Tolstoy’s War and Peace? And!
why? And what would you ask students to do with the piece of!
literature?”!

•  These questions could be applied to all subject areas as teachers wrestle 
with the big ideas in their discipline. !

Concepts 
!serves as “integrating lens” and encourages the 
transfer of ideas within and across the disciplines 
“as students search for patterns and connections in 
the creation of new knowledge.”!

MACROCONCEPTS !
Broadest, most abstract concepts; often 
used as a conceptual lens to develop breath 
of understanding (systems, structure, 
interdependence, change, conflict, power, 
balance.!

MICROCONCEPTS !
Sub-concepts, more specific 
concepts tied to a discipline (slope, 
value, niche, value)!
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Change in one area is affected by and leads to changes 
in other areas (human settlement, character development in  
novels, topology, perspectives in art , and inventions. 

Change can lead to conflict if compromise is not made. 

Systems are made up of parts which carry out certain functions.  Each 
part may serve a particular purpose. 

Generalizations are statements of conceptual relationships that transfer 
across disciplines. They must continually be tested for truth. 

      Generalizations 
 Relates two or more concepts 
 Transfer to other situations 
 Transfers across culture 
 Transfer through time 



“Understand” Objectives/Principles 

- Essential “truths” that give meaning to the topic. 
- Represent a big idea having lasting value beyond the classroom 
- Answer the questions, “So what?” “Why are we learning this?” 
- FULL SENTENCE insights we want students to walk away with 
(Helpful to start with, “Students will understand that...”) 

…multiplication is another way to do addition. 
…people migrate to meet basic needs. 
…all cultures contain the same elements. 
…voice reflects the author’s perspective & background. 

Examples: Students will understand that... 

Based on Tomlinson, 2003 and Wiggins & McTighe, 1998 

Examples of Enduring Understandings/Principles 

•  A successful democracy 
depends on the participation 
of its citizens. 

•  Every individual deserves 
just and reasoned treatment. 

•  The ability to create and 
interpret maps allows us to 
move through the world 
effectively.  

•  We can control, to some 
degree, how weather impacts 
us as individuals and as 
societies. 

• The author’s messages in a 
story are rarely explicit; the 
reader must read between the 
lines. 
•  Switching from one graphic 
representation to another can 
reveal new information about a 
relationship. 
•  Effective readers use many 
strategies to help them 
understand what they read 
(e.g., using context clues, 
questioning the text). 

Concepts or big ideas are 
meant to.. 

 help shape the great questions that want to 
be answered in each of us.  We almost can’t 
help but attend when those questions are 
raised.  To teach is to help our students 
raise questions they care about and to set 
out together to look for answers. 

Essential Questions 

!  are arguable - and important to argue about? !
!  are at the heart of the subject?!
!  recur - and should recur - in professional work, adult life, as 

well as in classroom inquiry? !
!  raise more questions – provoking and sustaining engaged 

inquiry?!
!  often raise important conceptual or philosophical issues?!
!  can provide organizing purpose for meaningful & connected 

learning?!

 The great questions want to be answered in each 
of us.  We almost can’t help but attend when 
those questions are raised.  To teach is to help 
our students raise questions they care about 
and to set out together to look for answers. 



Humanity vs. Inhumanity 
Factual Questions: 

1.  Why was the 
Holocaust a 
significant event in 
world history? 

2.  What beliefs did 
Hitler hold that drove 
his actions? 

3.  Why is Hitler’s 
persecutions of the 
Jewish people 
considered 
inhuman? 

Conceptual Questions: 

1.  What examples of 
inhumanity can you cite 
from our world today? 

2.  What acts of humanity 
can you cite from our 
present day world? 

3.  How are beliefs,values, 
and perspectives related 
to views of humanity and 
inhumanity? 

Essential Question: Can one be inhuman and 
civilized at the same time? 

“Knowledge” Objectives 

Facts, events, people, rules, names, terms, discrete 
information, algorithms, dates, definitions, labels, or ideas. 
Info. that “ends”. 
•  The Declaration of Independence              
was signed on July 4, 1776. 

•  State capitals 

•  Comma rules 

•  Strategies for covering bunts 

•  Types of graphs 

•  Biographical details on Napoleon 

•  Characteristics of Impressionist art 

•  Parts of a cell 

• Order of operations 

•  Persuasive speaking 
techniques 

•  Rules of basketball 

•  Vocabulary for Chapter 9 

•  Proper format for lab notebook 

•  The order of operations 

•  Music scales 

“Skills” (Be Able to Do) Objectives 

Thinking skills, skills of the discipline, habits of mind, 
procedural skills, organizational skills. Verb phrases--not 
the whole activity. 

•  Discern bias among news sources. 

•  Design a routine for public performance 

•  Create a self-portrait 

•  Identify sources using a database. 

•  Factor whole numbers into primes. 

•  Justify a position. 

•  Compose a variation on a theme. 

•  Form a plausible hypothesis 

•  Contribute to the success of a               
group or team 

•  Revise written work for clarity. 

•  Analyze the author’s argument. 

•  Plan a fitness regimen. 

•  Predict the outcome of an 
experiment 

•  Compare map projections. 

The Structure of the Disciplines 

The structure of the disciplines—ways of organizing key ideas and 
differing ways of posing and answering questions—should inform the 
overall curriculum. Ask yourself these questions:!

1.  What are the properties of an activity, task, or project that will lead to 
the greatest teaching and learning? !

2.  What is the organization of ideas that would make it most coherent, 
understandable, learnable, and transferable by a student? !

3.  How does one match the activity with students’ interests and abilities?!

If teachers’ decisions about instruction are informed by an understanding 
of the underlying principles of their subject, they can build a bridge 
between the material and their students. !



Connecting with Students 

 Connections with students drive the opening 
of doors. It’s far more fulfilling to listen for 
and respond to the multiple rhythms that 
students bring into the classroom than to see 
students as essentially interchangeable and 
unknowable.  Students need connections to 
learn---and so do teachers. 

 Instruction is about connecting content with 
human beings, sharing ideas that matter with 
people who matter. 
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Four curricular practices that open doors
for discovering and developing potential…

2. We must share these big 
ideas with our students 
and invite them to hunt 
for more or better ideas 
with us by using the 
tools of the ologist. 
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The great questions want to be answered in each of us.  We almost can’t help but 
attend when those questions are raised.  To teach is to help our students raise 
questions they care about and to set out together to look for answers. 

Dan asks students to explore the concepts of objectivity and 
subjectivity as they learn to discern the difference between 
documentary photography and photographic art.  The 
concepts are studied in this lesson so that students learn how 
practicing professionals in history study both how 
documentary photographs both reflect reality (which is 
objective) and shape our understanding of reality 
(subjective).  Since its earliest existence, documentary 
photography has been a practice of balancing the subjective 
and objective.!

Let’s Watch a Movie… 

Four curricular practices that open doors
for discovering and developing potential…

3. We must design curriculum 
that invites generativity of 
thought.  Some students 
will be finished learning at 
the end of our units, others 
will not.  So why not 
provide opportunities for 
students to co-write the 
curriculum. 
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Four curricular practices that open doors
for discovering and developing potential…

4. Curriculum is about 
connecting content 
with human beings, 
sharing ideas that 
matter with people who 
matter, and helping 
individuals seek 
relevance.  

Curriculum designed around big 
ideas helps… 

1.  Kindergarteners see that a change in their lives is something like 
a change in the weather or the change that happens in a story. 

2.  1st graders answer the question, “What is a true friend” when 
they read Frog and Toad are Friends, and answer it years later 
reading A Separate Peace in high school, and yet again when 
they study international relations in college. 

3.  Lifts the concept of witch hunt from the pages of The Crucible to 
the study of American history to the evening news, to the school 
cafeteria, and to the dark corners of our own minds. 

And Does Not Neglect the details of content. It helps students see a reason for these 
details and makes them memorable, useful, and transferable. 

Poetry:  Voice, Identity, Perspectives 
• People develop an identity 
throughout their lives.!
• Our identities matter to us.!
• Our identities are shaped by 
intentional acts and chance 
occurrences.!
• Writers’ explore the identities of 
characters to help readers explore 
their own identities. Writers’ voices 
reveal much about their identities.!
• Voice reflects culture, personality, 
time, and opinions of the writer.!
• Voice is influenced by and influences 
literary form.!

Garrett’s Poem 



Garrett R., a middle school 
student at New Line Learning 
Schools, wrote this poem to 
describe his experience as a 
victim of bullying. After 
reading this poem in public, he 
received a standing ovation 
from his class, and the bullying 
ceased.  

The RULER Approach to Social and 
Emotional Learning, Yale University 

These teachers open the door for 
their students to use curriculum as a 
vehicle to explore the wonderment of 
ideas and to make contributions that 

are relevant to them.  
How is your curriculum designed? 
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